The Alabaster Academy: being a non-indigenous academic in indigenous studies by Lampert, Joanne
  
 
COVER SHEET 
 
 
 
This is the author-version of article published as: 
 
Lampert, Jo (2003) The Alabaster Academy: Being a Non-Indigenous 
Academic in Indigenous Studies. Social Alternatives 22(3):pp. 17-23. 
 
 
Accessed from   http://eprints.qut.edu.au
 
 
© 2003 Social Alternatives 
The Alabaster Academy: Being a non-Indigenous 
academic in Indigenous Studies 
 
Jo Lampert 
 
Over the last twelve years I’ve been teaching and working in Indigenous education programs 
which have required what might be called ‘inter-cultural dialogue’. For the last few years I’ve 
been working in a Faculty of Education, as part of a team of Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
people developing a Core unit called Culture Studies: Indigenous Education.  This work 
supports my personal and career narrative – it continues the story, I like to believe, of my on-
going commitment to ‘social justice’. I have had a continuing desire to position myself 
against the dominant culture and with those who are oppressed, in a belief that the world can 
be changed. This has been a strong motivator for me. I have wanted to identify with what I 
perceive to be ‘the right side’. I’ve believed in the possibility of changing things. I suppose 
this desire came at least in part from my family – not that their interests were the same as my 
interests exactly, but in a general ethos of ‘progressive’ thinking and a desire to take up 
alternative pathways. My family are great readers, so at least some of what I believe comes 
from books and lively, political discourse. My discussion here centres around my unsettling 
reflections on working as a white person who is working in Indigenous Studies.  
 
I choose to write this piece in first person as a conscious decision not to remove myself from 
the dialogue but to make my own racialised self the centre of the exploration, rather than 
preparing a detached, seemingly ‘academic’ paper.  
 
Within the university, the rewards I receive for being white are both material and 
psychological. They take effect in the easy way my relationships, my career choices and my 
aspirations “fit” into everything from my daily work schedule, to my participation in meetings, 
to the ways in which I can gather ‘evidence’ for promotion.  
 
Within the tertiary setting, I have knowledge that counts. I can produce pieces of paper that 
prove I’m smart (other universities have said so by granting me degrees) I live and work in a 
space where I am mostly treated well, and my worldviews are supported and reinforced. My 
social justice views are comfortably defined in white terms and are situated within a very safe 
academic environment. I can also make a choice to do my academic work without it 
becoming uncomfortably entwined with my ‘outside’ life.  Mostly I do not choose to 
compartmentalise myself in this way,  but if I wanted to, I certainly could choose to go home 
at night, watch Survivor on TV and put the day’s work behind me. I could ‘forget’ my social 
justice agenda for a while. There are times when I have done this. The values that are 
embedded in the institution are familiar to me, even if I might sometimes question them. I 
might at times feel busy and overworked, stressed and made crazy but, in general, universities 
are a comfortable space for me.  
 
An odd element of working as a non-Indigenous person in Indigenous Studies is that my 
expertise comes in a form well appreciated by tertiary institutions. For the University, I work 
in a field of study. Indigenous education is a ‘discipline’. For my Indigenous colleagues, 
Indigenous issues are life. There is something not even slightly ironic about the fact that it is 
my curriculum vitae, a document that illustrates my worthiness to teach Indigenous education 
within the university rather than my identification as Indigenous. I daily resist other white 
academics desire to call me an ‘expert’ in a place where expertise of this nature counts so 
highly.  
 
There are many other ways in which a white person can benefit from working with 
Indigenous communities. There’s a suspicious add-on value a white Australian can attain 
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simply by knowing an Indigenous person; by saying ‘some of my best friends are black’ or 
citing an inter-ethnic friendship. A white person can also gain cultural kudos also from 
claiming equal oppression, eg being Irish, Jewish, being a woman, having a disability...not 
only does this allow no space for a discussion of the historical and lived differences between 
groups, but diffuses the seriousness of arguing for Indigenous space as crucial in Australia. So, 
there’s not only a well documented set of problems posed by Othering, but perhaps there is an 
equally serious problem with the other, which might be best described as ‘Same-ing”.  
 
 
So at the same instance black academics may be struggling to find a voice within a white 
institution, a white academic can be benefiting from their position by proxy. This, I think, is 
an issue that has rarely been taken up in white sources, and would certainly make me angry 
were I Indigenous. Difficult though it is to admit, engaging in ‘social justice’ work allows me 
to think of myself as enlightened; to pat myself on the back for being one of the good guys. I 
enjoy a place of privilege as a white academic, my racialised identity part of the context and 
location in which I find myself working. It’s very easy for me to smugly hide behind my role 
as an ‘expert’ because even if I reject the label I acquire it from an academic institution that 
values and rewards ‘expertise’. I can become this ‘expert’ in Indigenous issues just by saying 
that’s what I am, or allowing other white people to say it for me. My academic qualifications 
are written on my white body – plain in the colour of my skin, which grants me authority 
before I open my mouth.  
 
 
Hence I am rewarded for being white at the university in which I work, but I am also 
rewarded in certain ways for working in Indigenous education, and I have to be particularly 
cognizant of this. Time and time again well-meaning colleagues empathise with me that “it 
must be hard, or even that they think I’m “brave” in what they perceive as the minefield of 
Indigenous education. They mistake the hardness of the work as a personal hardship. They 
assume some sort of reverse discrimination rather than understanding the actual challenge, 
which has more to do with the difficulties of making difference in a white institution and with 
reconciling my white privilege with the work I am engaged in, and with the work of 
questioning my own identity. The problem is seen by white academics to be Indigenous 
people themselves rather than the work of making change. The work is seen as a black issue 
rather than a white issue; about ‘them’ rather than about ‘us’. It’s often taken for granted that 
I am the good guy, or that it is even about good guys and bad guys. This taken-for-granted 
response to my role in Indigenous education is indication of the depth of the engrained 
cultural positioning of the institution.  
 
The white hegemony of the university can be seen, as well, through other examples. One of 
these is the credence given to the mythical possibility of objectivity, and the weight of 
credibility given to the distanced, ‘scientific’ ‘unbiased’ nature of knowledge. The literature is 
chock-full of non-Indigenous educators studying Indigenous people and communities as 
‘Other’. It’s seen as a credible, honourable job for a non-Indigenous academic to study 
Indigenous people. Rarely does this literature ask, instead, that these non-Indigenous 
academics study their own identity, or to look inwards rather than outwards. Furthermore,   
examples of Indigenous Australians studying white Australians are even rarer and where they 
occur (e.g. in Moreton-Robinson’s study of white feminists) they are often reviewed as 
radical, angry, irrational and subversive. The ‘rules’ for who may be the author and who may 
be the subject are well-defined in the academy. I have not been the ‘subject’ of anyone’s 
study – many of my Indigenous colleagues are continuously aware that they easily become so.  
Objectivity (as though there is such a thing) can only be a factor of the invisible, taken-for-
grantedness of whiteness, and is intertwined with white ontology in every way.  
 
Universities are knowledge production sites that authorise particular knowledges at the same 
time as they purport to be spaces where knowledges can be tested. This tension reveals itself 
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on a daily basis: all perspectives claim to be possible within the university but some are 
clearly favoured. “All speaking positions are valid but not of equal worth”, writes Moreton-
Robinson (2000, p.133).  
 
These are examples of the “politics of knowing” (McConaghy, 2000 ) and although they 
aren’t often spoken in the white academy, they are well acknowledged by Indigenous 
academics, for example Martin Nakata, speaking of Torres Strait Islander education, who 
reminds us of those “experts who mislead themselves as “authorities” on the Islander 
problems” and that “these same interpretive communities and their scientific knowledges 
constitute a crucial part of the problem” (p. 334). In fact, Universities as a whole have a 
hegemonic agenda that easily goes unremarked.  
 
Anti-racism literature is full of advice for academics working in ‘cultural studies’. Commonly, 
this literature tells teachers that they “must challenge [students] to recognise and confront 
their stereotypes” (Cook-Sather and Reisinger, p.5), or name a pedagogical aim to “develop 
critical thinking among students so they can inform themselves and transform their world 
view” (as noted by Moreton-Robinson, p.131) or to gain an “empathetic appreciation of 
difference” (Moreton-Robinson, 136). ‘Whiteness studies’ (e.g. Hill, 1997), in comparison, 
allows for a closer understanding of whiteness as ‘a destructive ideology’ insisting that 
academics take part in this project to “imagine nonracist and nonformative ways of being 
white” (Kolchin, p.158). ‘Whiteness studies’, though, also run the risk of intellectualising the 
process, dividing it from personal work. One can argue ‘whiteness’ as ideological in a lecture 
theatre, and then easily go about ones’ life as always. Theory and practice is often no more 
integrated than it has been in other studies.  
 
Additionally, the literature is full of ‘academic’ sounding arguments that suggest that there 
are such things as ‘experts’ in race and culture. For example, Solarzano (2001)  
professionalises the field when he refers to CRT – Cultural Race Theory, instructing 
academics on how to ‘teach’ it. One can also be an historian of race, for instance. Solarzano 
explains that “critical race scholars (my italics) …acknowledge that schools operate in 
contradictory ways with their potential to oppress and marginalize co-existing with their 
potential to emancipate and empower. CRT is conceived as a social justice project that 
attempts to link theory with practice, scholarship with teaching, and the academic with the 
community” (p.4). The assumption that there can be scholars or historians in race makes it 
appear as though it is possible to reach an end goal, to once and for all be an ‘expert’ in race 
relations, eliminating the need for further critical reflection. This dangerous assumption is 
what makes it possible to do the work of social justice for years without ever having engaged 
in the hard work of self awareness. I’ve heard of ‘experts’ in cultural studies arguing with 
Indigenous academics that their opinions were misinformed, and quoting from ‘good’ white 
sources as their proof. This may account for the ubiquitous references, for instance, to writers 
like Henry Reynolds (1999, etc) or Kevin Keeffe (1992). Their white voices are given 
enormous weight. It is simple to exercise and perform white privilege on a daily basis without 
interrogation.  
 
The flip side of this can be the generous ‘giving’ of credibility to Indigenous oral histories. 
Stating that Indigenous people have an oral history can be a put down, too, allowing white 
academics to ignore the very good Indigenous academics who are more than capable of 
writing an academic argument. The plethora of Indigenous memoires in publishing may make 
it seem that these very capable ‘blackademics’ (Hart, 2003) are not out there, speaking out 
every single day. The Academy is more comfortable with ‘folk’ knowledge.   
 
For years I’ve done this work without having had to look very deeply at my own identity, 
culture, socialisation, and privileges. In all my years of working in Indigenous education, I’ve 
rarely been asked to question my own whiteness, which is in itself symptomatic of the kind of 
white privilege I’ve enjoyed– I can get away with seeming enlightened without having to go 
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the next step. I can do it my whole life, and feel really good about myself. Really, really 
easily. A safer, disengaged social justice Discourse, which sits very easily within the 
university lets me get away with this. And yet my recent deepening relationships with my 
Indigenous colleagues have led me, somewhat fearfully, to some challenging questions, with 
a desire to develop a stronger critical consciousness. My privileged position as a white person 
is rendered invisible and naturalised by the institution , or more accurately, it is invisible to 
white people (Indigenous people being more than aware of who holds the status, why, and the 
effects this has on them and their families).  
 
I am brought now to ask myself, “What have I gained from seeing myself as a ‘helper’?” 
“What kudos do I get from this position?” “ Am I always one of the good guys, or do I need to 
explore some of the ways I take my own attitudes for granted and the ways in which I sit quite 
comfortably in white Australia?” “How have I been able to hide behind my sense of my own 
‘rightness’?” These questions are hard for me.  I’ve started to question myself, rather than 
providing answers about how to ‘do’ Indigenous Studies or how to have an “inter-cultural 
dialogue”. This is harder work.  It’s not so comfy. I sleep less well at night.  
 
I find I can no longer compartmentalise myself in the way valued as ‘objective”.  I am unable 
to think about these things in one setting, and forget them when I go home.  
 
 
Although the university supports and encourages me to be ‘objective’, I now find this  
inauthentic, and no longer find it possible to hide behind language and paperwork or to make 
my racialised self invisible, at least not with my Indigenous colleagues. 
 
The work I am now engaged in has more to do with a ‘pedagogy of positionality’ that 
“engages both students and teacher in recognising and critiquing how one is positioned and 
how one positions others in social structures” (Kumashiro, p.25). The transformation I seek 
then is clearly a task for me, rather than a task about ‘Others’.  The world I need to change is 
embodied in me. This is quite a large leap – it isn’t the ‘world’ or some vague thing called 
‘society’ that needs to be changed. 
 
My own shift is from seeing Indigenous Education as ideological, political and intellectual 
work, to seeing it as personal work, which sits less happily within academia but seems crucial 
to me as moral and ethical work in this area.  
 
One particular tension I feel is that on one level I find the hard work of examining my own 
racial subjectivity confronting and I know that I don’t always clearly understand it: the 
problem it poses for me is also that I want  to understand “it” I want, often, for Indigenous 
colleagues to explain myself to me, and then to pat me on the back for having proven myself, 
once again, to be one of the good guys. But I know this is not the way it will go. My job is to 
do this work, and to continue doing it, causing, along the way, minimal damage.  I thought I 
was ‘there’. I can see I’ll never entirely be at this place called ‘there’. Some days I feel 
downright stupid, ignorant and even ‘bad’. The goal of working against oppression is still a 
primary goal, even more so perhaps because I recognise on a deeper level the ways in which I 
have myself been complicit in this oppression. It’s not about my feeling guilt (related 
implicitly to smugness). And I’m just going to have to cope with the insecurities and the 
challenges this brings.  
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